
  

 

Serenity Hill in Hualapai Valley, Mohave County, Arizona. Name approved by the BGN in May 2017. 
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The Ikh¯enjik River, formerly Birch Creek, in Yukon Flats National Wildlife Refuge, Alaska. 

Name approved by the BGN in March 2017. Photograph from Wikimedia Commons. 

http://geonames.usgs.gov

 

MISSION STATEMENT 

Introduction 
 The United States Board on Geographic Names (BGN) standardizes and 

approves geographic names for the Federal Government. The BGNõs decisions 

involve names for domestic, foreign, Antarctic, and undersea features.  
 

 

  As an interagency coordinating body, the BGN includes members from the 

Department of Agriculture, the Department of Commerce, the Department of  

Defense, the Department of Homeland Security, the Department of the Interior, 

the Department of State, the Central Intelligence Agency, the Government  

Publishing Office, the Library of Congress, and the Postal Service. Working  

conjointly with the Secretary of the Interior (SOI), the BGN reduces duplication of 

work, personnel, and authority among its member agencies.  
 

  The BGN fosters clear and unambiguous communication within the  

Federal Government and remains a model of coordination and cooperation, 

working closely with Country Names Authorities, State Names Authorities, 

Tribes, and local communities, as well as with international naming bodies 

that promote geographic names standardization.  

Fiscal Year 2017: Annual Report to the Secretary of the Interior 
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 The Domestic Names Committee (DNC) standardizes the names of 

geographic features within the United States and its sovereign areas. In FY17, 

the Executive Secretary for Domestic Names was Mr. Lou Yost (U.S. Geological  

Survey) and the Chair of the DNC was Ms. Elizabeth K. Kanalley (Department       

of Agriculture/U.S. Forest Service). The DNC receives research and database       

support from the U.S. Geological Survey (USGS).  
  
 

Actions  
 The DNC meets monthly and met 10 times in FY17. The May meeting was 

held in conjunction with the Council of Geographic Names Authorities (COGNA) 

annual meeting in Richmond, Virginia, and was hosted by the Virginia Board on 

Geographic Names. 

 The DNCõs four Quarterly Review Lists comprised 158 new name and 

name change proposals. In FY17, the DNC considered 163 proposals, of which 

121 new names and changes were approved, 41 were disapproved, and one 

was deferred.   
 
 

Activities 
 The DNCõs revised Principles, Policies, and Procedures (PPP) document 

is now in effect following approval by the Secretary of the Interior in December 

2016. Implementation of the interim òPolicy X: Tribal Namesó is delayed pending 

the development of an implementation plan. In the interim, the 1997 policy on 

Names of Native American Origin will remain in effect. The PPP document is now 

available at the BGN website. 

 The DNC continued to assist other Federal agencies with geographic 

names. The USGS, the Office of Personnel Management (OPM), and the General 

Services Administration (GSA) signed a Memorandum of Understanding (MOU) 

regarding the maintenance of geolocation codes in the Geographic Names 

Information System (GNIS).   

 The Secretariat participated in discussions with the interagency Wild and 

Scenic Rivers Steward Council and the USGS National Geospatial Program 

regarding efforts by the USGS to show these designated river sections on 

US Topo maps. The council asked the DNC staff to provide guidance on the stand-

ardization of the names of these entities, which are legislated. In response to a 

request from the U.S. Navy, the staff provided a dataset of hydrographic features 

in GNIS to support efforts to harmonize waterway names on maps and charts. 
    

 

          Continued on the next page.  
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Activities continued 
 The DNC Executive Secretary and several members attended the 11th 

United Nations Conference on the Standardization of Geographical Names and 

the 30th Session of the United Nations Group of Experts on Geographical Names 

(UNGEGN) held during the second and third weeks of August in New York, New York. 
 

Database of the Domestic Names Committee 
 

 GNIS is the official database for federally approved domestic names. At the 

end of FY17, GNIS contained 2,768,348 names associated with 2,275,617 features. 

In addition to the 163 names approved by the DNC in FY17, 647 new names and 

323 new features were added, and 20,869 existing records were edited. 

 GNIS staff are in the process of collecting polygons for ridges, ranges, 

summits, and valleys. In FY17, the staff had collected polygons for these 

features in 50 U.S. national parks. BGN staff are linking scanned BGN case 

documents to GNIS records. So far, 32,127 cards have been attached. 

 To access GNIS, enter https://geonames.usgs.gov into a web browser and 

select òSearch Domestic Names.ó 

http://geonames.usgs.gov
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Issues 
 The DNC initiated efforts 

to implement the new interim 

Tribal Names policy. This policy 

aligns with Executive orders and 

Department of the Interior (DOI) 

policies acknowledging Tribal 

Sovereignty.  

 Plans are underway to hold listening 

sessions with inter-Tribal organizations and 

the National Congress of American Indians 

to introduce the revised Policy X and to invite 

Tribes to consult on the matter. These efforts 

will continue into FY18.  

 New proposals continue to challenge the 

DNC on the definition of offensive names. The DNC has received proposals to 

change the names of geographic features related to the Confederacy and the 

Civil War. Other words, such as ònegro,ó continue to draw mixed reactions.  

 

 

 
 

DOMESTIC NAMES COMMITTEE  

Actions, activities & issues continued 

Tysons, formerly Tysons 

Corner, in Virginia. Name 

approved by BGN in October 

2016. Photos: circa 1935, from 

Fairfax County Public Library 

Historical Photographs; and 

2017 image by Joel D. Gray.  


